How does a bright, strong, "brilliant" young man go from having it all to a state of complete hopelessness within a year? David Hare's adaptation of Anton Chekhov's Ivanov presents an aff ecting study of one man's failure to come to terms with overwhelming feelings of unhappiness. Part of the Young Chekhov trilogy (with Platanov and The Seagull), Ivanov is one of Chekhov's early plays that bears the hallmarks of his later work (gossip, dissatisfaction with one's lot), while exploring the contrasting roles of honesty, empathy, and judgment in an individual's struggle with himself.
For the three plays, the Olivier Theatre has been transformed into a 19th century Russian country estate, complete with a lake. In the opening scene of Ivanov, outside a large house surrounded by tall, imposing trees, sits Nikolai Ivanov (Geoff rey Streatfeild)-a government offi cial who has fallen into debt and out of love with his wife (Nina Sosanya). He visits his neighbour Lebedev (Jonathan Coy) each night to escape his failures at home, and despite entertaining faint hopes of a new life with Lebedev's daughter (Olivia Vinall), is unable to understand or overcome the depression and shame that he feels.
In the Lebedevs' living room, quips about the lady of the house's obsession with gooseberry jam and money provided comical insight into the claustrophobia of 19th century provincial life, while the casual anti-Semitism of the houseguests inspired a perceptible squirm from the unsettled, 21st century audience. But a man in his darkest moments-with no help from those around him-made for the most diffi cult viewing. Streatfeild aptly portrays the title character as unlikeable in some instances, peaking when he directs an angry outburst towards his dying wife, but manages to rouse sympathy at other times. Although each character successively off ers their judgment of Ivanov, not one tries to understand him and, in turn, help him understand himself, leading him to implore of Lebedev in desperation, "What is the matter with me?"
Could Ivanov have started to mend his broken spirit if he had proper support from those around him? Sadly for him, most simply dismissed his despondency as something he should just get over. "Shake off this melancholy of yours; you're not a schoolboy", remarks Borkin, Ivanov's particularly unsympathetic relative and estate manager. As the play reaches its abrupt end, we realise it is too late for Ivanov. As I left the theatre, I was still left wondering what had caused Ivanov's anguish. His peers had failed to empathise with him; perhaps I had too. Maybe it was this failure of empathy itself that had fuelled Ivanov's crisisin which case young Chekhov's play still has a powerful message today: listen, don't judge.
